Hoover's ten most wanted criminals list. My bedside reading is Dostoievsky's The Possessed. In the mornings I struggle with Charles Reich's The Greening of America. For lunch I have Lewis Mumford, The Megamachine, Volumes I and II.
Yet for better or worse, I am not what the late Hugh Kingsmill once called a dawnist. A dawnist believes that if only we adopt organic gardening, transformational grammar, communal group gropes, peyote, or socialism, a new dawn will come and all our troubles will be over. If the newly-founded Rhetoric Society has taught me nothing else, it has convinced me that every society has gone through ghastly agonies in its attempts to hand on to the next generation a complex yet elegant form of its written language. I expect this lamentable state of affairs to continue. As P. G. Wodehouse once said, these sufferings are sent to us to make us more spiritual.
Nor am I what I call a Zen Buddhist. By Zen Buddhist I mean the scholar whose primary goal is the elegant paradox. Once you have heard the sound of clapping with one hand, you need no longer hear the cries of black children whose brains have been damaged by starvation. I hear these cries, we must all hear these cries, or we, as well as our buildings, deserve to be fire-bombed. As Hans Sachs says in Die Meistersinger von John Ashmead, Jr., Professor of English at Haverford College, has also taught in Japan, Taiwan, and India, and has edited collections of Japanese and Indian fiction for publication n the U.S. How can we get the most recent anthology of American literature to acknowledge the existence of a reputable black literature in the 19th century as well as in the 20th? How shall we encourage study of the complex racism of Mark Twain, or of the sophisticated anti-Semitism of T. S. Eliot, without losing the benefits these authors have to give us? How shall we encourage the study of black literature, by blacks and for blacks when desirable, without producing academic pocket ghettoes in our colleges and universities? Recently a white teacher of black literature was asked by his black students to form a separate section from which whites were to be excluded. What would you do to be innovative and traditional in this situation? When a black argues, as one did at the MLA Here I can only mention four innovative steps which have helped me. I guarantee no new dawn from them. Nor will they help you in your Zen Buddhist meditations, or in the struggles towards the new socialist utopia. They do make life and teaching more innovative; yet, as I see these four steps, they do not abandon some very usable traditional teaching methods. I have some evidence that these four steps may ease, though they do not solve, our great questions of class and race as these concern the humanities.
Grades
I am now, however reluctantly and slowly, convinced that grades of any kind, College Board, high school, college, or graduate school, do far more harm than good. They are especially harmful to minority students. A genuine letter about a student is far more effective than any grade, both for the student himself, and for any future employer or admissions officer. In fact, I will go so far as to say that I now believe (I admit I did not always think so) a low grade is a mark of teacherly rather than student incompetence; probably for every grade he gives below B a teacher should be fined one percent of his salary. Once we give up grades completely, we will have to accept a far wider range of minority and working class students than we do even now. Here the humanities have a special responsibility. I cannot imagine that any physicist I know would take seriously the idea of a "correct" physics, yet how many English teachers, at every level, believe still in a "correct" English, which very few minority or working class children know.
The Open Classroom
As rapidly as possible I think we should give up any kind of class in which a student is unable to go through the subject at his own speed, and in his own order of content. The worst offenders are the lecture class and the so-called Socratic dialogue class," the one a cultural lag from the middle ages, and the other from the Athenian law courts.
As James Squire and other observers have noted, especially at the Dartmouth Conference, the open classroom has been used with some success in English secondary education. Far more than other students, the minority and working class student benefits from the open classroom, in which he can find that part of the subject which interests him, and in which he can develop at his own pace. In an open classroom we might have six or seven tables, each heaped with attractive materials clustered around a sub-topic of the general course subject matter. Under the roving and sympathetic guidance of a teacher, a student might work on any of these, as deeply as he chooses, and move to another, in any order which is best for his own development. As Charles Silberman has said, observers of the open classroom can hardly believe it is an educational situation because the students are enjoying themselves so much, yet it is far from. an unstructured or random educational experience.
Linguistics
Experts in communication usually theorize that at best only 75 percent of any message gets across. A recent study of what students are actually thinking about 6By Socratic dialogue I mean one in which the teacher pretends to allow genuine give and take (Kenneth Burke's discussion rhetoric), but in fact the whole debate is a put-on, because the teacher intends to compel the student to a foregone conclusion. Wiser observers than I will have to explain why we maintain higher standards of history for the study of Chaucer than for the study of our discipline of the humanities. Buf I should like to recommend that we undertake a systematic historical and sociological investigation of what we have said and done about race and class, whether explicitly or implicitly, first in the pages of College English and PMLA, and later in other noted critical journals over the last half-century.
I can only guess at what we have done, but, based on a very imperfect sampling, here is my guess.
Perhaps without our realizing it, much of our traditional literary history, our study of evolution as a biologist might term it, has had strong tinges of social Darwinism. Great periods and types (Elizabethans, romantics, more recently the modern novel) have been taught to the exclusion of so-called lesser periods and types (18th century, heroic poetry, 19th-century black autobiographies-socalled slave narratives). Great languages and cultures (English, European) have Today, and remember that I am continuing to guess at this history, we have a third shift or rather parallel movement, to the study of the interaction of literature and society, and not just of the interaction of literature (and the humanities) with society, but of the interaction of the teaching of that literature with society. A biologist might perhaps say we have gone from a major concern with evolution and cell biology to a new concern with ecology-that is, to the study of class and race in our humanities teaching and criticism.
I would guess too, that for the next three decades we are going to be keenly aware, not only of the evolution, or of the inner dynamics of, say, Melville's Benito Cereno. We are also going to be keenly aware of class and race in that work, and we are going to be aware of what we are doing, by our teaching of that work, to the class and race of our students.
And And as we plunge now into several decades of teaching and criticizing on th-basis of class and race in the humanities, we shall want to know our past, and we shall want to forget that past and seek these new rules of the future.
